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Hi Brigette,
 
I understand from Monica that you are taking over her role as ESA Sec 7 team lead? Congratulations
on your new role and I hope the transition has been smooth!
 
I wanted to check in with you on a couple things if I may. I’ve been working with Amy Trahan for a
while on a couple of issues relating to state water quality standard (WQS) actions, most namely an
informal consultation on a turbidity criterion change in Wilson and Bradley Sloughs in the Pearl River
Basin, and a previously proposed dissolved oxygen criterion change in waters of the eastern LMRAP
ecoregion of south Louisiana. I’ve been trying to reach Amy for several weeks via email and phone
but I’ve not heard back from her. I just wanted to check and verify whether the recent change in
roles has resulted in a similar change for Amy with regard to working with us? It’s not my intent at all
to complain here. I’m just in a bit of a bind as to what to do next with a looming deadline for taking a
WQS action. I previously understood that she was working on a letter, which, to my understanding,
was to be a concurrence with our proposed finding of NLAA for that turbidity criterion change in
Wilson/Bradley Sloughs. We’d like to take action on that criterion change by the state soon, but not
without FWS concurrence on the ESA aspect. I understand these things take time, but I just need to
know what the timeline for a letter (or even just an email) might be so I can keep my management
and our friends in our HQs office updated.
 
Likewise, I had also sent a brief set of questions (attached) to her regarding DO and the Gulf
sturgeon that, if at all possible, I’d like to get feedback on, either in writing or on a conference call.
Again, I understand this one falls under the heading ‘technical assistance’ which has no time
requirement for a response, but I’d at least like to get an idea about what your/Amy’s thoughts are
on those questions. This may help us in our discussions with the state and my management here as
to how to proceed on that issue.
 
Thanks for much for your assistance. I look forward to working with you in the future!
 
Mike Schaub
Water Quality Standards Program
Water Division
US EPA Region 6-Dallas
214-665-7314
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Gulf Sturgeon

Numerous literature sources outlined in EPA’s previous BE, as well as in those documents sent to EPA by FWS, indicate that DO concentrations ranging from 2.2 to 4.7m/L have both lethal and sub-lethal impacts (e.g. survival, DO respiration/metabolism, growth rate, activity) on Atlantic and Shortnose sturgeon, particularly juvenile and young-of-the-year life stages. Most of these studies were based on laboratory studies that maintained specimens under constant conditions of temperature, DO, and salinity in flow-through tanks, without allowance for escape from hypoxic conditions (with some exceptions, which allowed for specimens to access the air-water interface of test tanks).  As noted in EPA’s BE previously submitted to FWS, this does not account for both metabolic and behavioral responses by Gulf sturgeon to low DO conditions:

“The cited studies discussed previously describe various sturgeon species’ physiological response to stressors for significant periods of time in controlled environments that limit or prevent critical behavioral responses. The data indicate that sturgeon species in general have metabolic and behavioral responses to low DO conditions. Atlantic sturgeons show a partial shift to anaerobic metabolism under low DO conditions. The Gulf sturgeon is an anadromous fish, with populations in the western Gulf of Mexico inhabiting low gradient black water streams to coastal Gulf waters. The Gulf sturgeon evolved in and is adapted to stream conditions that are naturally low velocity, with mud, clay, and silt bottoms and high biomass limiting DO levels. The Gulf subspecies’ genetic makeup likely provides a greater ability to shift its metabolism in anaerobic conditions. In addition to these metabolic adaptations, Gulf sturgeon exhibit behavioral responses to DO stress common to any fish species.”



In our May 2019 conference call, FWS indicated that it assumes that a water quality criterion represents a “constant condition” when assessing the protectiveness of that criterion. Based on this statement, we have a couple questions:



· Does this assumption of ‘constancy’ apply across time (24hrs/day) and space (all parts of a water body to which the criterion applies)? 

· Does this assumption foreclose the possibility of considering whether there are local, normoxic refugia to which Gulf sturgeon may migrate within waters to which the criteria apply?

· If the answer to the above is yes, does FWS have a recommended DO concentration that would satisfy the above ‘constancy’ requirement and be adequately protective of Gulf sturgeon? 

· Do changes in fish behavior in low DO conditions that may be temporary (reduced swimming/feeding activity, increased ventilation) amount to an ‘adverse effect’?




